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AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF William W. Dean for the Master 
of Arts in History presented July 29, 1975. 
Title: Martin Luther's Concept of the Church: Its Implica-
tions for the Layman. 
APPROVED BY MEMBERS OF THE THESIS COMMITTEE: 
Jon ~daville 
This paper is a study of the relationship between 
Martin Luther's theology of the church and the practical 
development of the religious life of the church under his 
leadership, as this relationship relates to the active and 
passive roles of the layman in the church. The thesis ques-
tion is: Did Luther hold a social prejudice against the 
lower classes and in favor of the upper class that caused 
him to modify or reinterpret his concept of the church in 
the course of his career? 
The research data were drawn from two resource areas. 
Primarily the data come from a review of Luther's writings. 
Additional information and interpretation comes from out-
standing secondary works on this area of Luther's thought. 
2 
The data revealed a dualism in Luther's thinking on 
the nature of the church that reflected his doctrine of the 
two kingdoms. This dualism took two forms: between the 
Christian man in the church and in the world, and between 
the spiritual, invisible church and the visible, external 
church. Luther sought to justify the union of the possibly 
conflicting roles of man as a holy, believing saint and a 
sinful, fully participating member of earthly society; and 
the possibly conflicting views of the church as the holy 
communio sanctorum under the rule of Christ, and as an 
institutional body constituted under earthly authority. The 
data presented here have been organized under three general 
divisions: The Christian in the Church, the Christian in 
the World, and the Church in the World. 
The conclusions of the study are twofold. First, 
Luther's attitude toward the people was not prejudice as 
such, but pessimism: he disliked their ignorance and crude-
ness, doubted their ability or willingness to live as he 
felt Christians should, but was nevertheless deeply inter-
ested in their spiritual welfare. Secondly, certain of 
Luther's own unconscious presuppositions involving political 
and social conservatism and reactions to radical reformers 
and sects undercut his theological idealism as revealed in 
the doctrine of priesthood of the believer. This resulted 
in the de-emphasis of the spiritual quality of life in the 
church as the community of believers, and a concurrent 
emphasis on authority, obedience, and only passive partici-
pation by the people in the church as a social and quasi-
poli tical institution. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Martin Luther stood at the vortex of the social, 
political, and religious storm that marked the birth of the 
modern world. That he did not cause that storm is certain; 
the currents of discontent and pressures for change had been 
growing for generations and were boiling into view through 
numerous cracks in the feudal order of Europe. But cer-
tainly Martin Luther, as much as any other man of his age, 
left his name and personal imprint on the history of the 
sixteenth century. 
Albert Hyma has said that more has been written about 
Martin Luther than any other person in history except Jesus 
Christ.l The sheer volume, range, and quality of scholar-
ship that has been devoted to this man should caution and 
discourage new contributions, especially from a novice. Yet 
the impact of Luther's genius upon his Church and his age--an 
impact rooted in his many-sided and controversial personal-
i ty--is justifiably attractive to a civilization four and 
one-half centuries later caught in a similar, if more devas-
tating, cultural and social storm. 
lReferred to by Edward Gritsch, "Introduction to 
Church and Ministry," Luther's Works , 39 : xvi. 
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I. THE THESIS QUESTION 
Two complementary elements of a single question coa-
lesce to form the heart of this study. One of these is 
essentially theological and the other is social; together 
they form two sides of one aspect of Luther's thought on the 
meaning and importance of the individual. On the one hand, 
the theological element concerns his concept of the Church, 
and seeks to pinpoint the place and role of the average lay-
man in it. His doctrine of the priesthood of all believers 
and his repudiation of the clerical church of the papal 
hierarchy implied a new church form in which lay people 
rather than the priests were the focus. He heid that the 
Church was no more than the assembly of believers in a given 
locality, and the sum of all such assemblies. Yet the active 
and passive aspects of the laity's participation in "their" 
Church are not clear. 
The social element, on the other hand, has to do with 
the question, what can be discovered about Luther's personal 
attitudes and prejudices toward persons who composed the 
mass of German society, and who constituted the flesh and 
blood with which he proposed to build a restored Church. 
What he saw and felt when dealing directly with people apart 
from theological abstractions could give much insight into 
the nature and emphases of his leadership. 
These two elements intersect to form this thesis ques-
tion: Did Luther hold a social prejudice against the lower 
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classes and in favor of the upper classes that caused him to 
modify or reinterpret his concept of the Church in the 
course of his career? 
II. THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
It is important to approach the social element through 
the theological one. Luther was theological to the core; 
all that he taught, even that of pragmatic and earthy nature 
and import, was theological at its genesis. On the one hand, 
it appeared that Luther's teachings were, at least by impli-
cation, a condemnation of the injustice and abusiveness of 
the social structures of his day, and an implicit invitation 
to and justification for the use of whatever means those who 
considered themselves oppressed thought necessary to change 
those structures. This is how the earlier radical leaders 
like Muntzer and Karlstadt interpreted him. Misunderstand-
ing the thrust of Luther's teaching, they saw in him a 
national hero and unifying catalyst. 
On the other hand, his violent "repudiation" of the 
cause of the peasants during the Peasants' Revolt of 1525 is 
often seen as an abrupt about-face as Luther played into the 
hands of ambitious and greedy princes, becoming their pawn 
to justify the status quo ante and developing absolutist 
tendencies. This picture (admittedly overdrawn) of Luther 
as a "fair-weather" reformer who, upon sticking his toe into 
the too-warm waters of "real" reformation (i.e. , revolution), 
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went running back to the safety of the establishment, highly 
colored the popular conception of him in his lifetime, and 
influences the twentieth century conception of him through 
our bias in favor of any group who is oppressed or deprived. 
The scope, complexity, and controversy that charac-
terizes Luther studies make it difficult if not impossible 
to find a non-controversial starting point. Therefore, the 
following judgments are set forth with full realization that 
each of the four is in some way controversial, and could 
well form the basis of independent studies in itself. It is 
not possible within the scope of this paper to give full 
consideration to them, but they do play a part in the inter-
pretation of the material presented. 
First, it can be demonstrated that there is no essen-
tial change in the tone of Luther's writings in regard t9 
the common people after the Peasants Revolt of 1525. His 
harsh stand was taken not because those involved were peas-
ants, but because they had broken divine law and order, an 
issue that plays an important part in this study. 
Secondly, it can also be demonstrated that there is a 
progression in Luther's writings. This progression is from 
the young and idealistic Luther to the mature Luther, and 
from theology and theory of the early years to the problems 
of life and work in the newly reorganized church of the 
later years. The doctrine of the priesthood of all believ-
ers gave each Christian the same rights and prerogatives 
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exclusively on the grounds of the redemptive work of Christ. 
In practice the idealism present in early writings gives 
place to a pragmatism, if not a realism, concerning the dis-
positions and capabilities of the laity. This altered 
attitude was born in the difficult years of transition. 
Thirdly, Luther's doctrine of two kingdoms gives rise 
to a certain ambivalence in his writings that causes him to 
treat the same person or class very differently in different 
contexts. A man's role rather than his person or personal-
ity is generally the focus of Luther's attention, though the 
language and emotions of polemics often obscure that fact. 
Fourthly, there is support for the judgment that 
Luther formed no solid or continuous alliance with any spe-
cific social group, but maintained a tenuous independence 
from and relationship to all groups, though certainly not 
equally. A strong and consistent sense of mission and a 
dogmatic certainty of an imminent Judgment Day prevented him 
from identifying any particular temporal cause with "the 
right." 
III. LIMITATIONS AND BOUNDARIES 
In a field of study as vast and complex as Luther 
studies, certain limitations and boundaries must be estab-
lished, even though in certain instances they may be somewhat 
arbitrary. 
First, this paper is not intended to be a full or 
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exhaustive study of Martin Luther's theology of the Church. 
Rather, it is limited to the exploration of the relationship 
between the Church universal and the lay communicants who in 
his mind formed that Church. Thus theological issues such 
as monasticism and the clergy, doctrinal issues like the use 
of the "keys" and apostolic succession, and practical reli-
gious matters such as liturgy are mentioned only at points 
where they may bear on the question at hand. 
Secondly, this paper is not a study in depth of the 
social impact or consciousness of Luther or Lutheranism. 
Those aspects belong to the realm and methodology of the 
sociologist. 
Thirdly, the author has not attempted to document 
differences which may exist in Luther's attitudes toward 
different class levels below the broad division that sep~­
rated the nobility and the commoners. This does not overlook 
the vast differences that did exist, for instance, between 
the peasant and the city guild craftsman or councilman. 
Rather, it places the accent where Luther himself placed 
it--on the distinction between the governor and the governed. 
IV. METHOD OF PROCEDURE 
To pursue this study in the context and within the 
limitations already stated, I have adopted the following 
procedures in relation to primary and secondary sources. As 
has already been noted, the amount of secondary material 
available is staggering. Therefore I have observed two 
limitations. First, I have cited only the most significant 
and relevant secondary works, throwing the main emphasis on 
Luther's writings themselves. 
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Secondly, only secondary sources available in English 
have been used, not because they are necessarily the best or 
most important, but because of my still inadequate compre-
hension of German and Latin. 
As to Luther's works themselves, those incorporated 
in the American Edition of Luther's Works2 have been used. 
The titles chosen for study were selected for these reasons: 
that in them Luther dealt either directly or indirectly with 
the question at hand, and that the dates of writing the 
works are spread over his entire career. This selection by 
both content and date serves to give a broad perspective.on 
Luther's position in specific questions and avoids distor-
tions fostered by certain works written in adverse circum-
stances or in resllt>nse to a particular situation. 
2Luther's Works, ed. by Jaroslav Pelikan and Harold 
Lehman, 55 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press and Concordia 
Publishing House, 1955). 
CHAPTER II 
THE CHRISTIAN IN THE CHURCH 
The Roman Church that Martin Luther vowed to serve as 
he entered an Augustinian Eremite monastery on 17 July 1505 
was a monolithic religious system that dictated religious 
dogma to most of the citizens of European states. Yet its 
monolithic appearance was deceptive, for under the umbrella 
of obedience to the pope crowded an assortment of persons, 
philosophies, doctrines, and practices whose variety staggers 
the mind. As long as certain foundational doctrines were 
unquestioned the church could tolerate an amazing diversity 
of thought and practice. Theological and academic disputa-
tions on virtually any aspect of theology or canon law were 
held as a matter of course and tradition in every university. 
Even the humanists, with their biting criticism of abuse and 
neglect in the church, could remain under that umbrella. 
This potpourri of conflicting interpretations and 
decrees found its strength and justification in a doctrine 
which had for generations been drilled into every man, 
woman, and child that came under the influence of the church: 
there is no salvation outside the sacraments of the church. 
And for the medieval person, that was a very important ques-
tion, living as he did in an age that, for all its baseness 
and ignorance, was preoccupied with preparation for the 
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hereafter. 
The accepted interpretation was that the church 
existed by divine ordination as the sole purveyor of God's 
grace to the individual. It came to be identified only with 
the "spiritual estate"--the priesthood, the orders, and the 
hierarchy--an ecclesiastical organization in which lay 
people had no part. On the ecclesiastical front, the devel-
opment of the papal role as a full-fledged temporal sovereign 
with all the concomitant political, diplomatic, and military 
roles eclipsed spiritual concerns and served to vastly 
increase the distance between the church and the people. On 
the theological front, the development of th~ sacrificial 
interpretation of the mass, with the accompanying doctrines 
of the indelible character of the priest and sacramental 
grace, served to make this distance between church and l~yman 
an article of faith--it was supposed to be this way. 
The Lutheran revolt struck at the foundation of this 
edifice, denying that the church was the mediator between 
God and man. For the Christian man ~the Church, and he 
could approach God directly on his own and others' behalf. 
In this chapter on the nature of the Church in Luther's 
thought, the discussion will begin with his definition of 
the Church, then move to the believers' roles and rights in 
the Church, the nature of Christian freedom, and finally, 
the place of authority in the Church. 
I. LUTHER 1 S DEFINITION OF THE CHURCH 
To discover a concise yet complete definition of the 
Church from Martin Luther himself is both very simple and 
exceedingly complex. The simplicity lies in a single 
theological statement. Luther, in response to this very 
question, replied, "A seven-year-old child knows what the 
church is, namely, holy believers and sheep who hear the 
voice of their shepherd."l 
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The complexity comes in analyzing the implications of 
that statement. The relationship between the concepts of 
the visible versus the invisible Church in Luther's thought 
has furnished the groimd for much discussion and study. 
The Invisible Church 
In 1521 Luther responded to a vindictive defense of 
the supremacy of the pope by Jerome Eraser with "On the 
Papacy in Rome, Against the Most Celebrated Romanist in 
Leipzig." In it he wrote 
• that Christendom means an assembly of all 
the people on earth who believe in Christ, as we 
pray in the Creed, "I believe in the Holy Spirit, 
the communion of saints." This community or assem-
bly means all those who live in true faith, hope, 
and love. Thus the essence, life, and nature of 
Christendom is not a physical assembly, but an 
assembly of hearts in one faith, as St. Paul says 
in Ephesians 4, ''One baptism, one faith, one Lord." 
Accordingly, regardless of whether a thousand miles 
lQuoted by Eric Grits ch , ed. and trans • , vol. 3 9 , 
Luther's Works, in "Introduction to Church and Ministry," 
p. xvi. 
separates them physically, they are still called 
one assembly in spirit, as long as each preaches, 
believes, hopes, loves, and lives like the other.2 
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Eighteen years later he wrote, in "On the Councils and 
the Church," "Thus the 'holy Christian church' is synonymous 
with a Christian and holy people • • • "3 
To emphasize this concept of community, Luther 
rejected the use of the word "church" as often as he could, 
especially in the German New Testament, choosing rather to 
use such words as "community," "congregation," or "assem-
bly." 4 Such terms for him made a clear distinction from the 
common conception of the church as a quasi-political insti-
tution. As Noll emphasizes, 
Through whatever words he could find, Luther was 
determined to eliminate static, parochial, or insti-
tutional connotations of the word "church" and to 
refocus attention on the gatherin§ of individual 
Christians under the Word of God. 
The Visible Church 
Luther viewed man as an indivisible unity made up of a 
physical or material body and an immaterial spirit or soul. 
He could never differentiate, as some did, between that 
which was purely spiritual and that which was purely physi-
cal. For this reason he could not understand the Anabap-
tists' teaching on "spiritual worship" (with no religious 
2Luther's Works, 39:65. 3Luther's Works, 41:144. 
4Gritsch, ed., Luther's Works, 39:xiii. 
5Mark A. Noll, "Believer-Priests in the Church: 
Luther's View," Christianity Today, October 19 7 3, p. 6. 
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ceremony or liturgy), nor their concept of a "spiritual 
church" (with no external attributes or organization). For 
him, the Church must have external, visible reality in just 
the same sense that a man must have an external, visible 
body. This acceptance of the principle of a visible church 
was and is the source of the complexity of Luther's defini-
tion of the Church. The tension that must always exist 
between form and content took a major role in the development 
of the reformed Church as traditional forms were imbued with 
evangelical content. Eric Gritsch says of this tension: 
To him, the church is neither an invisible 
Platonic reality nor an unchanging institution. 
Rather, like the individual Christian, the church is 
continually struggling and constantly recreated and 
sustained by the word of God.6 
Paul Althus emphasizes that Luther spoke of a group 
that was recognizable, not invisible, no less real, imp~r­
tant, or of less historical reality than Roman Catholicism.7 
Very frequently Luther affirmed that his was the apostolic 
movement: that the papal church, with its ceremony, pomp, 
luxury, and power, had apostatized from the true church and 
persecuted it. But that made the true Church no less visi-
ble and concrete by comparison. He wrote in 1523 that "the 
sure mark by which the Christian congregation can be 
61uther's Works, p. xvi. 
7Paul Althus, The Theolo~ of Martin Luther (Phila-
delphia: Fortress Press, 1966~ trans. Robert C. Schultz, 
p. 288. 
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recognized is that the pure gospel is preached there. 11 8 He 
also said, 
Whoever seeks Christ must first find the church. 
Now the church is not wood and stone but the group 
of people who believe in Christ. Whoever seeks the 
church should join himself to them and observe what 
they teach, pray, and believe. For they certainly 
have Christ among them.9 
Luther's simple definition of the Church is adequate 
as an article of faith. Yet it does not address or give 
clear basis for dealing with the myriad questions that arise 
when such a definition is applied to a visible group of 
people within the context of liturgical and ecclesiastical 
traditions developed over fourteen centuries. It is the old 
problem of new wine in 'old wineskins. The Anabaptists 
sought to solve the problem through the rejection of all 
tradition; Luther's solution lay in salvaging, cleansing, 
and refilling the traditions with evangelical faith. 
II. THE BELIEVER-PRIEST 
However widely authorities may differ on the inter-
pretations and implications of Luther's theology, they agree 
on one point: his rediscovery of the doctrine of the 
priesthood of the believer was the most revolutionary con-
cept in the history of Christian doctrine. In 1523 Luther 
B11 That a Christian Assembly or Congregation Has the 
Right and Power to Judge All Teaching and to Call, Appoint, 
and Dismiss Teachers, Established and Proven by Scripture," 
Luther's Works, 39:305. 
9Quoted in Althus, Theology, p. 287. 
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wrote the tract "Concerning the Ministry," in which he out-
lined seven priestly functions that the papal church had 
stolen from the lay people and given to a "spiritual estate," 
falsely so called. For the sake of clarity, these are enu-
merated here in brief form. 
1. It is the right of every believer when called 
upon, to preach the Word. 
2. It is his right to administer baptism when the 
occasion demands. 
3. It is his right to administer the Lord's Supper 
when called upo~ to do so. 
4. The exercise of the keys in binding and loosing 
Cexconununication) is the right of the believer. 
5. Only the believer can truly sacrifice, that being 
his own body as a living sacrifice to God. 
6. Every believer may pray for and represent to God 
any other person. 
7. It is his right to judge the validity of doc-
trine.10 
It would be unnecessarily time-consuming to try to 
fully document how each of these rights actually functioned 
in church life. Baptism, the Lord's Supper, and exconununi-
cation will be studied in some detail in Chapter Four. In 
relation to the discussion at hand, these three generally 
lOLuther's Works, 40:21-32. 
fell into the same category as the ministry of the Word. 
The right to sacrifice is the only one of the list that is 
purely a personal matter between the believer and God, and 
is not particularly relevant to this discussion. 
The Ministry of the Word 
The priesthood of the believer revolved on Luther's 
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concept of the Word of God as an active agent in the hearts 
of men. Noll summarizes this role of the Word in the 
believer: 
• The Christian has more than the bare word of 
Scripture, said Luther: he has that word quickened 
in his hearing until it becomes the voice of his 
Shepherd, the very Word of God himself • . • It is 
this living Word in a believer that creates a priest 
of God, that equips the Christian for a life of 
service to God. • • Luther described Christians as 
ones "inwardly taught by God" and as having "God's 
word ••• on their side." ••• Luther could boldly 
state: "Therefore, when we grant the Word to any-
one, we cannot deny anything to him pertaining to 
the exercise of his priesthood. • • 11 11 
Luther believed that in baptism the believer was con-
secrated a priest, and that in the hearing of the Word faith 
was born. Every believer had equal access to God and the 
ministry of the Holy Spirit. The Word, and therefore the 
ministry of the Word, belonged by right to every Christian 
equally. But at this point Luther and the radicals met head 
on, for he insisted that though every believer was by right 
a preacher, the exercise of that right must be private. He 
wrote that " ••. we must act according to Scripture and call 
ll11 Believer-Priests," p. 5. 
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and institute from among ourselves those who are found to 
be qualified and whom God has enlightened with reason and 
endowed with gifts to do so to preach publicly • 11 12 Expand-
ing on this instruction, he wrote: 
First, if he [i:he Christian] is in a place where 
there are no Christians he needs no other call [to 
preach or teach] than to be a Christian, called and 
anointed by God from within. 
Secondly, if he is at a place where there are 
Christians who have the same right and power as he, 
he should not draw attention to himself. Instead, 
he should let himself be called and chosen to 
preach and to teach in the place of and by the com-
mand of the others.13 
The distinction between the public and private minis-
try and priesthood is a critically important point in 
Luther's thought. It has major bearing on the layman's 
relation to his church, for the primary rights of priesthood 
still were exercised by a selected group. Luther felt that 
there was practical as well as theological justification· for 
this position. In 1532 he wrote a tract against "Infiltra-
ting and Clandestine Preachers," aimed, of course, at the 
Anabaptists. In discussing the practice of the early church 
in having several prophets or preachers speak from their place 
among the members of the congregation in an informal manner, 
he said, "It would hardly do to restore this practice among 
such uncouth, undisciplined, shameless people as ours." 14 
12 11 Christian Assembly," Luther's Works, 39:309. 
13Ibid., p. 310. 
14Luther's Works, 40:393. 
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This fear of public disorder is an important theme which 
will be mentioned later. 
The Ministry of Absolution 
Nowhere is Luther truer to his theology than in his 
teaching on absolution. Penance was the last of Rome's five 
additional sacraments that Luther discarded. He gave great 
significance to the word of forgiveness when spoken by a 
Christian, whether minister or brother. In his address "To 
the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Concerning the 
Reform of the Christian Estate" he advised: 
. If your superiors are unwilling to permit 
you to confess your secret sins to whom you choose, 
then take them to your brother or sister, whomever 
you like, and be absolved and comforted. Then go 
and do what ever you want and ought to do. Only 
believe firmly that you are absolved, and nothing 
more is needed.15 
Two years later he wrote: 
This means that I may go to my good friend and say 
to him, "Dear friend, this is the trouble and the 
difficulty which I am having with sin," and he 
should be free to say to me, "Your sins are for-
given, go in the peace of God." You should abso-
lutely believe that your sins are forgiven as though 
Christ himself were your father confessor--as long 
as your friend does this in the name of God.16 
In this area of priesthood in particular, but in all 
the other areas to one degree or another, Luther envisioned 
a quality of relationship between the members of the Church 
that was deeply intimate and loving. This mutual confession, 
15Luther's Works, 44:180. 
16Quoted in Noll, "Believer-Priests," p. 6. 
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forgiveness, and support under the authority of the Word of 
God was a relationship that he himself deeply desired. Yet 
the ignorance, crudeness, and insensitivity that he felt 
characterized the people made that quality of relationship 
impossible at the present, and he structured the Church to 
prevent those qualities from tainting the public ministry 
of the Church. 
The Ministry of Judging Doctrine 
Probably no area of priesthood was as delicate for 
Luther as the right to judge the validity of doctrine. 
Understandably, it is the area that was modified the most in 
the course of his career. In 1523 he wrote, 
Here you see clearly [John 10: 4, 5, 8] who has the 
right to judge doctrine: bishops, popes, scholars, 
and everyone else have the power to teach, but it 
is the sheep who are to judge whether they speak 
the voice i.e., the words of Christ or the voice 
of strangers.17 
Yet it was only nine years later that he wrote, in 
opposition to the Anabaptists, 
Thus we read in St. Paul: "Le·t two or three pro-
phets speak, and let the others weigh what is said," 
etc. This of course is said only of the prophets, 
and of which ones should speak and which should 
weigh what was said. What is meant by "others"? 
The people? Of course not. It means the other 
prophets or those speaking with tongues who should 
help in the church with preaching and building up 
of the congregation, those who should judge and 
assist in seeing to it that the preaching is right. 18 
17"Christian Assembly," Luther's Works, 39:307. 
l8 11 Infiltrating Preachers," Luther's Works, 40: 392. 
19 
Once again, a basic distrust of the capabilities and 
sensitivity of the people is evident. In Chapter Four this 
basic attitude will be more fully explored. The irony of 
the situation is that the radicals, though justly faulted in 
many aspects of theology and practice, in the area of the 
practice of priesthood succeeded in coming far closer to 
Luther's own ideal of the quality of life and relationship 
in the Church. 
III. THE FREEDOM OF THE CHRISTIAN 
Against the background of the seemingly infinite list 
of requirements and restrictions in the religious practice 
of the Roman Church, Luther's proclamation of the freedom of 
the Christian was attractive indeed. Yet grave injustice 
was done to Luther's position in his life time by failin~ to 
observe or ignoring the limitations that he placed on it. 
His paradoxical statements are well known: 
A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, sub-
ject to none. 
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, 
subject to all.19 
In contrast to the concept of freedom held by the 
radical peasants and most people today as well, Christian 
freedom for Luther was not an individualistic concept. If 
the two statements could be condensed further without viola-
ting their intent, the new statement might read, "The 
19"The Freedom of a Christian," Luther's Works, 31:344. 
Christian is free to serve," or perhaps more accurately, 
"The Christian is free in serving." The good works which 
were to characterize the communio sanctorum were not the 
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fulfillment of legal requirements or in any way attempts to 
merit God's favor. They were to be totally free gifts of 
love to brothers and sisters.20 The freedom is absolute, in 
that there was no requirement, whether legal, moral, or 
ceremonial, which any believer had to add to his faith in 
order to be justified. Yet the very realization and con-
sciousness of justification solely through faith so humbled 
the believer that he would gladly and freely give himself in 
service to his ~ellow believers and all other persons in his 
world of experience. Luther explains himself; 
• • • With respect to the kingship, every Chris-
tian is by faith so exalted above all things that, 
by virtue of a spiritual power, he is lord of all 
things without exception, so that nothing can do 
him any harm. As a matter of fact, all things are 
made subject to him and are compelled to serve him 
in obtaining salvation. • • This is not to say that 
every Christian is placed over all things to have 
and control them by physical power. • • 
The power of which we speak is spiritual. It 
rules in the midst of enemies and is powerful in 
the midst of oppression. This means nothing else 
than that ''power is made perfect in weakness" and 
that in all things I can find profit toward salva-
tion, so that the cross and death itself are com-
pelled to ser~I me and to work together with me for 
my salvation. 
Only deliberate misrepresentation or blind presupposi-
tion could force these statements to refer to or imply social 
20Althus, Theology, pp. 300-302. 
2111 Freedom of a Christian," Luther's Works, 31:354-355. 
or political freedom. In fact, in reply to one of the 
twelve articles of the peasants in 1525 Luther said, 
This article would make all men equal and so 
change the spiritual kingdom of Christ into an 
external worldly one. Impossible! An earthly 
kingdom cannot exist without inequality of persons. 
Some must be free~ others serfs, some rulers, 
others subjects.2L 
21 
Luther's position on the relationship of the Christian to the 
temporal authority will be discussed in the next chapter. 
IV. AUTHORITY IN THE CHURCH 
Luther's position that the Christian assemblies of 
each community had the right to determine their own affairs 
and to choose their own ministers greatly complicated the 
development of a cohesive and recognized general leadership 
in the church. He himself, as spiritual leader and advisor, 
filled part of the need. Yet he could not meet the adminis-
trative needs of the church for two reasons. First, his own 
temperament and personality were not suited to that work, 
and this he recognized. He viewed himself as a"theologian 
and university professor, not as an organizer and adminis-
trator. Secondly, being under the ban of the Empire and an 
outlaw for most of his career, he could not travel freely or 
widely, and certainly not beyond the domain of Elector 
Frederick the Wise of Saxony. Yet he was keenly aware of 
the need for leadership and mentioned it frequently. This 
22 11 Admonition to Peace, A Reply to the Twelve Articles 
of the Peasants of Swabia, Luther's Works, 46:39. 
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section is concerned with the theoretical position of the 
bishop and the pastor, while the actual development of these 
offices will be discussed in Chapter Four, in connection 
with the rise of the territorial church. 
The Bishop or Superintendent 
The ideal bishop or superintendent that Luther envi-
sioned for the church in Germany was one patterned on the 
Scriptural model of Paul and Timothy. Luther's bishop was 
to be a pastor of pastors--one who through love and persua-
sion, without force or threat, would lead his flock in 
preaching the evangelical gospel. All such men were equals; 
no one bishop could be or should be supreme, and each was to 
consider himself as no more than the equal of the poorest 
laborer who believed the gospel. 2 3 11 The Instructions for 
the Visitors of Parish Pastors in Electoral Saxony,'' written 
in 1528, is actually the work of Philip Melanchthon, but had 
a preface by Luther and is considered to be the expression 
of his thought. In it is this description of the work of 
the superintendent. 
He shall make sure that in these parishes there is 
correct Christian teaching, that the Word of God and 
the holy gospel are truly and purely proclaimed, and 
that the holy sacraments according to the institu-
tion of Christ are provided to the blessing of the 
people. • • If one or more of the pastors or preach-
ers is guilty of error in this or that respect, the 
superintendent shall call to himself those con-
cerned and have them abstain from it, but also care-
fully instruct them wherein they are guilty and have 
23 11 on the Papacy in Rome," Luther's Works, 39:74. 
erred either in commission or omission, either in 
doctrine or life. But if such a one will not then 
leave off or desist, especially if it leads to false 
teaching or sedition, then the superintendent shall 
report this inunediately to the proper official who 
will then bring it to the knowledge of our gracious 
lord, the Elector. His Electoral grace will then be 
able in good time to give this proper attention.24 
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Even this excerpt demonstrates a somewhat modified 
view of the authority of the bishop. Five years earlier 
Luther wrote, in reference to the problem of false doctrine: 
Again you say, "The temporal power is not forcing 
men to believe: it is simply seeing to it externally 
that no one deceives the people by false doctrine; 
how could heretics otherwise be restrained?" Answer: 
This the bishops should do; it is a function entrus-
ted to them and not to the princes. Heresy can 
never be restrained by force. One will have to 
tackle the problem in some other way, for heresy 
must be opposed and dealt with otherwise than with 
the sword.25 
This shift, as later discussion will show, stemmed 
from the absence of such administrative leadership in the 
Lutheran movement, and the coolness of the lower classes to 
Lutheran teaching, with an accompanying disposition to be 
influenced by radical theology. It boils down to the fact 
that Lutheranism at its beginning did not have the means 
within itself to exercise authority in the issue of false 
doctrine, a fact that had clear repercussions in the later 
development of the church. Luther perhaps unconsciously 
24Luther's Works, 40:313. 
25 11 Temporal Authority: To What Extent it Should be 
Obeyed," Luther's Works, 45:114. 
24 
felt that this was the work of the Holy Spirit, but the 
presence of a majority of non-believers included in the 
church through the parish system made the leadership of the 
Spirit through the Word a theological impossibility. 
The Pastor 
The first practical problem that Luther had to deal 
with as the Reformation spread was the securing of pastoral 
leadership for evangelical congregations. As early as 1520 
in his address "To the Christian Nobility," Luther counseled, 
So then, we clearly learn from the Apostle that it 
should be the custom for every town to choose from 
among the congregation a learned and pious citizen, 
entrust to him the office of the ministry, and sup-
port him at the expense of the congregation. He 
should be free to marry or not. He should have 
several priests or deacons, also free to marry or 
not as they choose, to help him minister to the 
congregation and community with word and sacra-
ment. • • 26 
On the relation of the person so chosen to the members 
of the congregation, Luther said, 
Therefore, when a bishop consecrates it is nothing 
else than that in the place and stead of the whole 
community, all of whom have like power, he takes a 
person and charges him to exercise this power on 
behalf of the others. It is like ten brothers, all 
king's sons and equal heirs, choosing one of them-
selves to rule the inheritance in the interests of 
all. In one sense they are all kings and of equal 
power, and yet one of them is charged with the 
responsibility of ruling.27 
Throughout his career Luther gave increasing importance 
26Luther's Works, 40:175. 
2 7Ibid. , p. 12 8. 
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to the call and commission of the pastor. The public char-
acter of this call was especially significant in combatting 
the Anabaptist preachers of whom he wrote in 1532: 
Even if these infiltrators were otherwise fault-
less and saintly through and through, still this one 
fact (that they sneak about unbidden and uncommis-
sioned) sufficiently proves that they are the 
devil's messengers and teachers. For the Holy 
Spirit does not come with stealth.28 
Lutheranism no doubt inherited a large part of its 
parish ministers from the ranks of the Roman lower clergy, 
who as a class were notoriously uneducated. Yet it was to 
these men as a class that Luther gave the responsibility for 
the proclamation of the gospel and the ultimate success of 
evangelical reform. In 1520 in his exposition' of the "Sermon 
on the Mount" Luther gave the designations "salt of the 
earth" and "light of the world" to the pastors alone.29 To 
aid and help them, he wrote numerous books of sermons, which 
they could read if nothing more, as well as German liturgy 
and hymns, and educational guides. For him, to education 
and edify them was to do the same for the congregation. 
2811 Infiltrating Preachers," Luther's Works, 40:384. 
29Luther's Works, 21:51.f.-58. 
CHAPTER III 
THE CHRISTIAN IN THE WORLD 
The ethical relationship of a man's religion to his 
conduct is perhaps the thorniest problem that philosophers 
or theologians must tackle. This is of preeminent signifi-
cance in Christianity because of the high and stringent 
ethical demands of Scripture, from the Ten Commandments to 
the Sermon on the Mount. Martin Luther's solution to this 
dilemma was in the formulation of what has come to be called 
"the doctrine of the two kingdoms." Characteristically, 
Luther developed this area of thought in response to problems 
in understanding the nature and operation of justification 
by faith, and the justified man's life of continuing sancti-
fication. Nowhere did Luther develop the doctrine logically 
and completely--it comes out in "bits and pieces" in response 
to various questions in many contexts. In doing so, he seems 
to apply the doctrine to many different, though related, 
dualisms, such as the kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of 
the world, the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan, or 
the spiritual church and the external church. The result is 
a great deal of controversy as to his specific meanings and 
applications. 
The purpose of this chapter is not to give a complete 
analysis of the doctrine of the two kingdoms. Rather, the 
27 
purpose is to find an adequate understanding of the doctrine 
in more or less general terms as it applies to three issues. 
First, how is the Christian layman to regard the authority 
of government? Secondly, how is the Christian layman in 
government, whether prince or officer, to regard his place? 
And thirdly, what was Luther's frame of reference in his 
reaction to civil disturbance, notably, the Peasants War of 
1525? 
Luther's doctrine of the two kingdoms was aimed at a 
dual perversion of governmental power that had developed in 
medieval society. First, the bishops and other prelates had 
left the spiritual care of souls to rule temporal estates, 
provinces, or states, and had surrounded themselves with 
such pomp and luxury that the temporal lords were hard put 
to keep up. Secondly, the temporal rulers neglected their 
God-given responsibility of governing and protecting their 
subjects. Instead, they merely exploited them for their own 
gain, and at the same time wished to have spiritual rule 
over their souls, enforcing the observance of Roman Catholi-
cism by force. Thus, said Luther, "they neatly put the shoe 
on the wrong foot: They rule the souls with iron and the 
bodies with letters. 11 1 
Professor Bornkamm gives an important perspective for 
understanding Luther's frame of reference for the develop-
ment of this doctrine. 
111Temporal Authority," Luther's Works, 45:109. 
• • • Luther did not formulate the question of the 
relation of the church to the world as that of one 
institution to another (the state). This he could 
not do either in the medieval sense, since he did 
not acknowledge the church to be a separate, hier-
archical legal body, or in the modern sense, for he 
was not acquainted with the distinction between the 
civil and ecclesiastical communities based on their 
differing constituencies. His placement between 
these two epochs helped Luther to go to the root of 
the question: the relation of the Christian to the 
world.2 
28 
In this chapter the doctrine of the two kingdoms will 
be discussed under several headings, then the place of the 
Christian in the world will be analyzed as to obedience, 
suffering, and participation in government. 
I. LUTHER'S TWO KINGDOMS 
God's "Invisible Kingdom" 
The two kingdoms doctrine necessarily has its tap root 
in Luther's basic conception of God as the absolute sovereign 
of the universe. God is actively involved in the maintenance 
of all creation: He is a God of active omnipotence. 
This we assert and contend, that God, when He acts 
this side of the gra.ce of the spirit, works all 
things, even in the impious, for He alone who created 
all things, by Himself moves all things, guides them, 
and propels them by the omnipotence of His motion. • • 
Then, when He acts with the grace of the spirit in 
them, whom He justifies, that is, in His Kingdom, He 
guides and moves them similarly with His omnipotence, 
and they, as they are the new creature, follow and 
2Heinrich Bornkamm, Luther's Do~trine of the Two King-
doms, trans. Karl H. Hertz, Quoted in Social Ethics series, 
No. 14, Gen. ed. Franklin Sherman (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press Facet Books, 1966), p. 13. 
cooperate or rather, as Paul says, they suffer His 
action. • • 3 
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The basic unity of the two kingdoms as expressions of 
divine will and presence rather than impersonal instruments 
is an important key in analyzing the doctrine. Yet the fact 
of the existence of this unity is not obvious or even visi-
ble to natural reason, but must be maintained as an article 
of faith. 
The Two Kingdoms 
Luther used the two terms "kingdom" and "government" 
in referring to this doctrine, and at times he appears to 
use them interchangeably. However, as Professor Bornkamm 
I 
points out, there is a distinction between them, though it is 
not consistently maintained. The "kingdom" refers to the 
realm of lordship, while "government" refers to the mode_or 
method of lordship.4 The terms are inseparable, and the 
meanings often interpenetrate one another. Since this study 
is concerned with the practical results of the doctrine more 
than its internal nuances, the term "kingdom" will be used 
unless the context clearly requires the other. 
Professor Bornkamm also notes that the frame of refer-
ence in which the doctrine was developed was three dimen-
sional. First, it addressed the relationship between the 
3p. Edward 
Luther's Thou ht 
logica tu ies, 
Press, 1964), p. 
Cranz, An Essay on the Development of 
Law, and Societ , Harvard Theo-
no. ri ge: University 
166. 
4Two Kingdoms, p. 17. 
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medieval church and state that was described earlier as "the 
shoe on the wrong foot. 115 Secondly, it addressed the general 
relationship between the spiritual and the secular, the king-
dom of Christ and the kingdom of the world. 'Ibirdly, it 
addressed the activity of the Christian in his own behalf 
and in behalf of others. 'Ibis dimensional aspect becomes 
important, for instance, in the questions of boundaries. 
The boundary between church and state (first dimension) is 
clear and open, while the boundary between self and others 
(third dimension) is inward and hidden.6 
Luther held that there were two realms in which the 
Christian man lived. In Christ through faith, and thus in 
the Church, he was bound by no authority but that of the law 
of love. His conscience was free: he could not be forced to 
accept any particular form of doctrine or practice--he 
voluntarily followed the Holy Spirit operating inwardly 
through the Word. At the same time he lived in the world and 
was subject to temporal authorities. In this realm he was 
entirely submissive to the authorities, even when obedience 
involved personal loss and suffering. 
This does not imply that a man is part free and part 
bound, or part spiritual and part temporal, for this 
dichotomy violates Luther's basic concept of man as a unity. 
The development of Luther's thought at this point has been 
5see page 27. 
6Two Kingdoms, p. 16. 
carefully documented by Professor Cranz. He writes: 
••• At the point of Luther's ultimate concern, 
in their relation to the Christian's existence, the 
dualisms of the 1513-18 period refer to the two 
parts of man; he is partly carnal and partly spir-
itual, partly attached to things visible, and partly 
to things invisible. On the other hand, the dual-
isms of the 15 30 's apply to the "whole" man. The 
Christian, and not simply part of him, exists in 
the realm of reason; the Christian and not just part 
of him, exists in the realm of grace. But is the 
Christian then dichotomized into two senarate and 
unrelated whole men? No, because Luther will 
finally say that these two "existences" are only two 
"persons" both borne by the single Christian indi-
vidual. The relevant analogy is not that of parts 
and a whole but of Christ who is perfect God and 
perfect man, two natures in one person.7 
As Professor Bornkamm writes, 
Everything depends on grasping that we are not 
dealing with a tearing asunder of the world into two 
rigidly separated realms, but with a question of 
perspectives; it is one and the same world, but seen 
from two different viewpoints, "for me--for others," 
which the Christian must always choose between in 
making fresh and living decisions.a 
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That is a summary of some initial aspects of the two 
kingdoms doctrine from the perspective of the Christian man. 
From the viewpoint of the unbelieving "worldly" man other 
aspects are evident. 
In 1526 Luther wrote: 
God has established two kinds of government among 
men, one which is spiritual through the word without 
the sword, by which men should become pious and 
just • • • and another worldly government through 
the sword, so that those who do not wish to become 
pious through the word for eternal life, should 
7Justice, Law, and Society, p. 62. 
BTwo Kingdoms, p. 14. 
nevertheless be forced through the world government 
to be just for the world.9 
In his tract "Temporal Authority" Luther contrasted the 
Christian and the non-believer: 
If all the world were composed of real Christians, 
that is, true believers, there would be no need for 
or benefits from prince, king, lord, sword, or 
law . • . It is because the righteous man of his 
own accord does all and more than the law demands. 
But the unrighteous do nothing that the law demands; 
therefore, they need the law to instruct, constrain, 
and compel them to do good.10 
And at another time he wrote, 
Earthly government is a glorious ordinance of God 
and a splendid gift of God, who has established and 
instituted it and will have it maintained as some-
thing that men cannot do without. If there were no 
worldly government no man could live because of 
other men: one would devour the other, as the brute 
beasts do .•• so it is the function and honour of 
earthly government to make men out of wild beasts 
and to prevent men from becoming wild beasts ••• 11 
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The non-believing man had to have coercive government 
in order to live in a remotely civilized manner, according 
to Luther. Its importance is emphasized both by his firm 
belief that "the world and the masses are and always will be 
un-Christian, even if they are all baptized and Christian in 
name," 12 and by the complementary persuasion that man's total 
depravity prevented the possibility of anything good coming 
9Quoted in Cranz, Justice, Law, and Society, p. 169. 
10Luther's Works, 45: 
llQuoted by Gordon Rupp, The Righteousness of God 
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1953), p. 293. 
12"Temporal Authority," Luther's Works, 45:91. 
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from his will. The aspects of Luther's attitude toward the 
people that have been and will be brought out in this study 
are highly colored by a theological as well as a social jus-
tification. 
II. OBEDIENCE AND ORDER 
Obedience was the crowning virtue of the Christian's 
relationship to the kingdom of the world as far as Luther 
was concerned. The very fact that by faith the Christian 
knew that God was just as truly working His will in the 
secular authority of the prince as in the spiritual leader-
ship of the Spirit in the Word made obedience to the prince 
essentially the same as obedience to God. By the same 
token, disobedience to the prince was rebellion against God, 
with all the theological ramifications that such disobedience 
presented. 
Very early in his career as a monk evidence shows that 
Luther placed extreme importance on obedience--obedience 
that called for an extreme and almost fatal asceticism. 
Even after arriving at the basic elements of evangelical 
faith and justification, his belief in the God-ordained 
character of authority was the basis of real spiritual agony 
for him, as "his own conscience charged him with going 
against accredited authority and bringing disorder and chaos 
into Christendom."13 Numerous attempts have been made to 
13Rupp, Righteousness of God, p. 301. 
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use this emphasis on order and obedience as the starting 
point for psychoanalytical studies of Luther.14 However 
much Luther was influenced by his relationship with his 
father, the weight of evidence indicates that that influence 
is not an adequate foundation for Luther's position. Rather, 
there is a genuine and rational theological basis. 
Luther made one essential and significant exception to 
the command to obey the civil authorities. That exception 
is the heart of the two kingdoms doctrine. In "Temporal 
Authority" he wrote, "The temporal government has law which 
extend no farther than to life and property and external 
affairs on earth, for God cannot and will not permit anyone 
but himself to rule over the soul. 11 15 In the "Instructions 
to the Visitors" the exception is clearly stated: 
Every secular authority is to be obeyed not 
because it sets up a new service to God but because 
it makes for orderly life in peace and love. There-
fore it is to be obeyed in everything except when it 
commands what is contrary to the law of God, for 
example, if the government ordered us to disregard 
the gospel or some of its parts.16 
Luther viewed that exception not as an alternative 
course of action, but the only course of action for the 
Christian. He referred to those Christians who lived in 
certain districts where the authorities had ordered the sur-
render of German New Testaments in "Temporal Authority": 
14see ibid., p. 85, n. 2, and Erik Erikson, Young Man 
Luther (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1958). 
15Luther's Works, 45:105. 16Luther's Works, 40:299. 
They should not turn in a single page, not even a 
letter, on pain of losing their salvation. Whoever 
does so is delivering Christ up into the hands of 
Herod, for these tyrants act as murderers of Christ 
just like Herod. If their homes are ordered 
searched and books or property taken by force, they 
should suffer it to be done. Outrage is not to be 
resisted but endured: yet we should not sanction it, 
or lift a little finger to conform, or obey.17 
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Perhaps the most succinct statement that Luther made on this 
issue was in 1521, to Jerome Emser: "I do not desire to be 
free of human laws and teachings. I only desire to have the 
. f 1118 conscience ree. • • 
Much has already been said and implied about the imper-
tance of obedience for the non-Christian person. For Luther, 
the only thing which stood between the world and utter and 
complete anarchy was the obedience (enforced, if necessary) 
of the people to the civil government. This conviction 
shows clearly from this excerpt from his book against the 
Anabaptists and Dr. Karlstadt in particular: 
We read • • • in Moses (Exod. 18) that he appointed 
chiefs, magistrates, and temporal authority before 
he gave the law, and in many places he teaches: One 
is to try, judge, and punish in all cases with jus-
tice, witnesses, and in an orderly way. Otherwise, 
why have judges and sovereigns in the land? Karl-
stadt always skips over this matter altogether too 
easily. What Moses commands Karlstadt applies to 
the disorderly masses and teaches them to break into 
this field in disorder like pigs. This certainly is 
and must be called a seditious and rebellious spirit, 
which despises authority and itself behaves wantonly 
17Luther's Works, 45:112. 
18"Answer to the Hyperchristian, Hyperspiritual, and 
Hyperlearned Book by Goat Emser in Leipzig--Including Some 
Thoughts Regarding His Companion, the Fool Murner," Luther's 
Works, 39: 202. 
as though it were lord in the land and above the 
law. Where one permits the masses without authority 
to break images, one must also permit anyone to pro-
ceed to kill adulterers, murderers, and disobedient, 
etc. For God commanded the people of Israel to kill 
these just as much as to put away images. Oh, what 
sort of business and government that would turn out 
to be! 19 
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In ref erring to the peasant unrest that characterized 
sixteenth-century Germany and eventually culminated in the 
Peasants' War of 1525, Luther wrote in 1522, 
I am and always will be on the side of those 
against whom insurrection is directed, no matter how 
unjust their cause; I am opposed to those who rise 
in insurrection, no matter how just their cause, 
because there can be no insurrection without hurting 
the innocent and shedding their blood. • • Now insur-
rection is nothing else than being one's own judge 
and avenger, and that is something God cannot tol-
erate. Therefore, insurrection cannot help but make 
matters much worse, because it is contrary to God; 
God is not on the side of insurrection.20 
Obedience was absolutely necessary to order; order in 
all things was ordained by God: thus disobedience and disor-
der were direct rebellion against the government of God, 
and, as a later section will present, the responsibility of 
civil government is to maintain order and enforce obedience. 
III. OBEDIENCE AND SUFFERING 
Several references have already been made concerning 
the Christian's acceptance of suffering as a result of his 
19 11Against the Heavenly Prophets in the Matter of 
Images and Sacraments," Luther's Works, 40:89. 
20 11 A Sincere Admonition by Martin Luther to All Chris-
tians to Guard Against Insurrection and Rebellion," Luther's 
Works, 45:83. 
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obedience to the temporal authorities. It is not necessary 
to recapitulate these. It will be sufficient to emphasize 
that Luther did believe that suffering was the lot of every 
true Christian living in the realm of the world, and that 
accepting this suffering in love and responding to one's 
enemies with good works is the most Christ-like spirit that 
a man can display. Nor is this suffering merely incidental; 
it is the direct result of the Christian's way of life. In 
the sermons on "The Sermon on the Mount" Luther wrote: 
So far we have been treating almost all the ele-
ments of a Christian's way of life and the spiritual 
fruits under two headings: first, that in his own 
person he is poor, troubled, miserable, needy, and 
hungry; second, that in relation to others he is a 
useful, kind, merciful, and peaceable man, who does 
nothing but good works. Now He adds the last: how 
he fares in all this. Although he is full of good 
works, even toward his enemies and rascals, for all 
this he must get this reward from the world: He is 
persecuted and runs the risk of losing his body, 
his life, and everything.21 
Going back to the doctrine of the two kingdoms, 
Professor Bornkamm emphasizes this aspect. The Christian 
has this hidden boundary that separates the two kingdoms in 
his life. On one side, in matters concerning himself and 
his affairs, he must forego force, law, and coercion; he 
must do good and endure injustice. On the other side of the 
line, as a member of the kingdom of the world, where the 
injustice is done to a neighbor or community, he must fight 
with all appropriate means as an expression of love.22 That 
21Luther's Works, 21:45. 
22Bornkamm, Two Kingdoms, p. 7. 
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boundary is never arbitrary nor is it apparent to another 
person, not even another Christian. It is not even apparent 
to the Christian himself, for he must find it day by day in 
each new decision and experience that he faces. And by all 
means, if he is uncertain as to his own position or motiva-
tion in a given situation, he must submit rather than run 
the risk of inadvertently taking up his own defense. 
In a specific application of this position, Luther 
resented the peasants calling their cause a "Christian" 
cause. The very fact that they would publish demands was 
against Christ's command, and to include in those demands a 
~hinly veiled threat of violence to reach their goals was 
practically the same as open rebellion against God. Had 
they presented their cause under any other banner than 
Christianity, Luther might have responded somewhat differ-
ently, at least in certain issues. 
IV. THE UNJUST RULER 
It would appear at first that Luther left no recourse 
to the person, Christian or not, who found himself under the 
domination of an unjust ruler. Yet that is far from the 
actual case, for he had the firmest conviction that God was 
in fact in control, and ordained and deposed governments at 
His will. 
Luther counseled the Christian to remember that there 
was a difference between the man and his office, and that 
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even though the man was evil, he must be respected and 
obeyed because of his office. An excerpt from the "Instruc-
tions to the Visitors" reads: 
When in Rom. 13 Paul says that the government is 
of God, this is not to be understood in the sense 
that government is an affliction in the way that 
murder or any other crime is inflicted by God, but 
in the sense that government is a special ordinance 
and function of God, just as the sun is a creature 
of God or marriage is established by God. An evil 
man who takes a wife with evil intent can abuse the 
ordinance of God ••• The ordinance, by which peace 
and justice is maintained, remains a divine creation 
even if the person who abuses the ordinance does 
wrong. 2 3 
In light of these convictions, the following three 
steps which he counsels such an oppressed person to take 
constitute positive and direct action, but in quite a dif-
ferent direction than rebellion: 
First, you are to acknowledge your own sins, 
because of which the strict justice of God has 
plagued you with this anti-Christian regime •.• 
You should in all humility pray against the papal 
regime. • • 
You are to let your mouth become such a mouth of 
the Spirit of Christ as St. Paul speaks of in the 
text quoted above II Thess. 2:8 .24 
Nowhere does Luther equate silence with submission to 
authority. On the contrary, the preaching of the Word was 
the Christian's primary weapon in the battle against injus-
tice and oppression. At the very least this means that the 
Christian is to articulate the reason for his submission and 
23Luther's Works, 40:284. 
24 11 Sincere Admonition," Luther's Works, 45:66, 67. 
proclaim God's condemnation on injustice, all the while 
praying for and doing good to his enemy.25 
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Professor Rupp summarizes Luther's points made in "Can 
Soldiers Be Christians?" First, "'Tyrants cannot injure the 
soul,' but are only injuring their own: 'do you not think 
that you are already sufficiently revenged upon them?'" 
Secondly, there is something worse than an unjust ruler: 
"'A wicked tyrant is more tolerable than a bad war. '" Next, 
"God is at hand and he is able to deal with tyrants." 
Fourthly, "Since most men were not Christians there was the 
probability that other subjects would rise in revolt." And 
fifthly, "God could raise up other rulers to make war on the 
tyrant. 11 26 
It is worth stating again that such submission is not 
appropriate where questions of conscience are involved. 
Numerous incidents can be gleaned from Luther's writings 
that indicate the scope of "questions of conscience." There 
is the command to surrender Bibles, already mentionea.27 A 
preacher is not to refrain from condemning the unrighteous 
conduct of his lord, even if commanded to stop, or deposed 
for doing so. And a soldier must refuse to serve his lord 
in a manifestly unjust war, even at the risk of his property 
or life.28 The theme is familiar, yet it is a far cry from 
Luther's position to make issues of social equality matters 
25Righteousness of God, p. 304. 26Ibid., p. 303. 
27See p. 33. 28Rupp, Righteousness of God, p. 304. 
of conscience, as did some of his contemporaries and many 
since then. 
V. THE CHRISTIAN'S ROLE IN GOVERNMENT 
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The doctrine of the two kingdoms made it possible for 
Luther to justify and even encourage Christians who were 
also officers in or heads of governments. He was fully 
conscious of the dilemma in which they found themselves, and 
several statements have already been quoted and referred to 
which deal with the question of injustice to one's self and 
one's neighbor. In "Temporal Authority" he writes: 
Just as he [the true Christian] performs all other 
wo~ks of love which he himself does not need--he does 
not visit the sick in order that he himself may be 
made well, or feed others because he himself needs 
food--so he serves the governing authority not 
because he needs it but for the sake of others, that 
they may be protected and that the wicked may not 
become worse.29 
Later in the same book he said, 
If the governing authority and its sword are a 
divine service, as was proved above, then everything 
that is essential for the authority's bearing of the 
sword must also be divine service.~O 
He counseled the Christian, 
Therefore if you see that there is a lack of hang-
men, constables, judges, lords, or princes, and you 
find that you are qualified, you should offer your 
services and seek the position, that essential 
government authority may not be despised and become 
enfeebled or perish.31 
And he gives one additional bit of explanation: 
29Luther's Works, 45:94. 
31 Ibid • , p • 9 5 . 
3 0 Ibid • , p • 10 3 • 
••. When such duties are performed not with the 
intention of seeking one's own ends but only of 
helping to maintain the laws there is no peril in 
them. • • for as was said, love of neighbour seeks 
not its own, how great or small, but considers how 
profitable and needful for neighbour and community 
such works are.32 
Luther clearly saw the need for Christians to be in 
places of leadership in the kingdom of the world, and was 
especially interested in seeing princes who called them-
selves Christian act as Christians. Professor Rupp lists 
the four guiding principles that Luther lays down in 
"Temporal Authority": 
1. He must seek his inspiration from God. 
2. He must seek the good of his subjects before 
his own. 
3. He must not allow his sense of equity to be 
obliterated by the lawyers. 
4. He must punish evil-doers with measured 
severity.33 
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Yet Luther was not counseling these rulers and off~­
cials to rule according to Christian law in love,34 for evil-
doers will respond only to the sword, and the prince or 
magistrate is not to wield it in vain. Their administration 
must be thorough but fair, consistent, yet merciful, and 
have as its primary purpose the maintenance of order and 
suppression of disobedience and rebellion. He constantly 
reminded them that their roles as princes and Christians 
32Quoted in Rupp, Righteousness of God, p. 297. 
3 3Ibid. , p. 30 6. 
34 11 Temporal Authority," Luther's Works, 45:91. 
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were in one sense contradictory.35 In the "Letter to the 
Princes of Saxony Concerning the Rebellious Spirit," Luther 
wrote: 
Your obligation and duty to maintain order 
requires you to guard against such mischief and to 
prevent rebellion. Your Graces know very well that 
your power and earthly authority are given you by 
God in that you have been bidden to preserve the 
peace and to punish the wrongdoer. • • For God will 
want and require an answer if the power of the sword 
is carelessly used or regarded. Nor would your 
Graces be able to give account to the people or the 
world if you tolerated violence and rebellion.36 
The prince was a prince, not because he was a Chris-
tian, but because God had ordained him to bear the sword for 
the control of evil. He was a Christian, not because he was 
a prince, but solely through faith in exactly the same way 
as any of his subjects. In the tension between these two 
"persons" that every Christian bore, whether prince or 
peasant, lay Luther's solution to the problem of the Chris-
tian in the world. 
35 11 sermon on the Mount," Luther's Works, 21:170. 
36Luther's Works, 40:51, 52. 
CHAPTER IV 
THE CHURCH IN THE WORLD 
Two facts about Martin Luther's concept of the Church 
have been established in Chapter II. First, the Church is 
essentially a spiritual organism in which all true believers 
are equal members. Secondly, the Church is not an invisible 
Platonic ideal, but a visible body of Christians charac-
terized primarily by the preaching of the true gospel. 
These principles take on greater depth and importance as 
they are set in the context of Luther's doctrine of the two 
kingdoms. 
For Luther, the Church necessarily existed in two 
realms--the spiritual and the temporal--just as does the· 
Christian man. The relationship goes even further. The 
Church existed in two realms because the Christian lives in 
two realms. This is true because the Church is the divine 
union which unites all Christians living in the two king-
doms. Professor Cranz writes of this dual existence of the 
Church: 
• • • Luther will never limit the title 11 church 11 
to this alone [the primary aspect of a spiritual, 
holy Church], for there is also an external church, 
which is not properly another church but rather 
another mode of existence, in the world and in the 
flesh, of the one true church.l 
lJustice, Law, and Society, p. 36-37. 
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As in the situation of the Christian man, this is not 
a case of being partly holy and partly earthly and sinful. 
Rather, the Church is wholly righteous and wholly sinful 
when seen from different perspectives. As it exists with 
Christ in God, it is holy, and as it simultaneously exists 
visibly as part of the world system, it is sinful. One of 
Luther's statements on this paradox reads almost like a 
riddle: 
The church is such an assembly that we could not 
comprehend it unless the Holy Spirit revealed it. 
The church is in the flesh and appears as visible; 
it is in the world and appears in the world. Never-
theless it is not the world nor in the world, and 
no one sees it. Therefore those who do not proceed 
in the proper meaning of the words are easily 
deceived.2 
Luther frequently emphasized that the nature of the 
two kingdoms, whether regarding the individual or the Church, 
is not a tenet reached through reason or philosophy, but · 
through revelation, and thus an article of faith not limited 
to rational comprehension. 
Having a visible existence in the world, the Church 
necessarily had a position related to the social and politi-
cal structures of the world. To explain these relationships, 
Luther developed what has come to be known as the concept of 
"the three heirarchies." In the place of the three estates 
of medieval society (the people, the nobility, and the 
clergy, dominated by the last), Luther postulated three 
2From a Preface to a Disputation in 1542, quoted in 
Cranz, Justice, Law, and Society, p. 140. 
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"holy rules": the home, the city (meaning temporal govern-
ment), and the Church. The three vocations of father, 
prince, and priest were equal in importance and equally 
"secular" or "worldly," as contrasted to Christ's holy spir-
itual rule in heaven.3 The home is the origin of the persons 
who collectively form society, and is the primary agent for 
training and education. The city is responsible for protec-
tion and defense of the people and for the punishment of 
wrongdoing. The Church, then, is the hierarchy "which must 
obtain people from the home and protection and defense from 
the city. 11 4 Luther is talking about the Church in the con-
text of the o££ice of priest, or pastor, and applied the 
term "church" to the office of the ministry, rather than the 
cornmunio sanctorum. The three hierarchies serve together to 
promote civil righteousness, which, though ordained by God, 
does not lead to the salvation of individuals.5 
Existing in this trinity of authorities, the Church 
has certain "signs" which identify it and in which God 
reveals Himself. It also has structures through which the 
"signs" are made available to the people of the world, and 
such structures necessarily imply human authority and the 
rule of reason.6 Once again, since this study deals with 
3 Ibid • , p . 174 • 
411 0n the Councils and the Church," Luther's Works, 
41:177. 
5cranz, Justice, Law, and Society, p. 175. 
srbid., PP· 150-1s1. 
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the concept of the Church as it relates to its lay members, 
a full exploration of all the signs and authorities would 
confuse rather than clarify the issues. Therefore, three of 
the signs that have bearing will be considered, and the 
question of authority as it related to the prince and magis-
trate will be explored. 
I. THE SIGNS OF THE CHURCH 
Professor Rupp swmnarizes very briefly the seven signs 
which Luther said characterized the Church in "On the Coun-
cils and the Church." 
1. The Preaching of the Word. 
2. The Holy Sacrament of Baptism. 
3. The sacrament of the Altar. 
4. The Keys of Christian discipline and forgiveness. 
5. A called and consecrated Christian ministry. 
6. Public thanksgiving and the worship of God. 
7. Suffering, the possession of the Holy Cross.7 
All of these have been touched upon, and additional considera-
tion of the sacraments of baptism and the Lord's Supper, and 
the "keys of Christian discipline" will serve to illuminate 
something of the life of the Church in the world. 
The Parish Church 
Roland Bainton notes what he terms a divergence in 
Luther's teachings on the sacraments of baptism and the 
Lord's Supper. The Lord's Supper from his view is highly 
individualistic--each communicant standing alone before God 
7Righteousness of God, p. 322. 
48 
solely responsible for his acceptance of the promise of God. 
An inference that can be drawn, says Bainton, is that the 
Church is to be a small remnant of true believers banded 
together. 
Baptism, on the other hand, was a "sociological sacra-
ment," linking the Church to society and making every child 
a part of the Church.a The view is too simplistic in that 
it seems to view the sacraments apart from the theology 
which backs them, yet it does illustrate the inherent ten-
sion in Luther's teaching. 
For Luther, baptism was the first step in the work of 
God in the individual. It was both a proclamation and the 
I 
means of grace. He wrote in "Concerning the Ministry," 
For in baptizing we proffer the life-giving word 
of God, which renews the soul and redeems from death 
and sins. To baptize is incomparably greater than 
to consecrate bread and wine, for it is the greatest· 
office in the church--the proclamation of the Word 
of God.9 
In "The Holy and Blessed Sacrament of Baptism," he 
wrote, 
The significance of baptism is a blessed dying unto 
sin and a resurrection in the grace of God, so that 
the old man, conceived and born in sin, is there 
drowned, and a new man, born in grace, comes forth 
and rises ••• Therefore sins are drowned in baptism, 
and in place of sin, righteousness comes forth.10 
Later in the same tract, Luther explained the benefit 
Bttere I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (New York: 
Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1950), p. 142. 
9Luther's Works, 40:23. lOLuther's Works, 35:30. 
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as twofold. First, in the promise that constitutes baptism, 
God "allies Himself with the individual and begins the work 
of grace in his soul that will be completed finally in the 
Last Day (the resurrection). Secondly, baptism is the 
pledge by the individual to die to sin more and more as he 
lives.11 
This dual covenant is illustrated by an excerpt from 
"The Babylonian Captivity of the Church": 
It will therefore be no small gain to a penitent 
to remember above all his baptism, and confidently 
calling to mind the divine promise which he has for-
saken, acknowledge that promise before his Lord, 
rejoicing that he is still within the fortress of 
salvation because he has been baptized, and abhoring 
his wicked ingratitude in falling away from its 
£aith and truth.12 
These statements appear to require personal responsi-
bility on the part of the individual, seemingly cutting the 
foundation from beneath the practice of infant baptism. ·Yet 
for Luther the truth was in fact exactly the opposite. In 
his analysis of Luther's essay "Concerning Rebaptism," 
Jaroslav Pelikan makes this point: 
• • • The principle • • • was not simply "that 
grace and faith are inseparably interrelated," but 
a more subtle and complex principle, namely, that 
faith and the word were inseparably interrelated, 
also in the sacraments, and moreover, that also in 
the sacraments "faith builds and is founded on the 
word of God rather than God's word on faith." 13 
Baptism was then the foundational proclamation of the 
11 Ibid • , p • 3 3 . 12Luther's Works, 36:59. 
13Spirit Versus Structure (New York: Harper & Row, 
1968)' p. 78-79. 
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word upon which faith could grow. And certainly it was not 
the rite itself that Luther considered important, as if it 
were some magical ceremony that accomplished a miracle of 
grace. Luther said, 
Thus it is not baptism that justifies or benefits 
anyone, but it is faith in that word of promise to 
which baptism is added. This faith justifies, and 
fulfills that which baptism signifies.14 
Thus the basis for the baptism of every infant lay not 
primarily in the question of faith in the child, but in vol-
untary obedience to the command of God by the church.15 
This obedience not only laid the groundwork for the indivi-
dual's salvation, it also incorporated him into the Church, 
for in it he' was consecrated to the priesthood: "The fact 
is that our baptism consecrates us all without exception, 
and makes us all priests. 11 16 From these aspects of obedience 
and priesthood as they relate to baptism, these words of 
Luther become comprehensible: 
For if, as we believe, baptism is right and useful 
and brings the children to salvation, and I then did 
away with it, then I would be responsible for all 
the children who were lost because they were unbap-
tized. • .17 
Certain key implications regarding the nature of the 
Church in its external life have come into focus. For 
14 11 Babylonian Captivity," Luther's Works, 36:66. 
15Pelikan, Spirit Versus Structure, p. 95. 
16Cyril Eastwood, The Priesthood of All Believers 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1962), p. 20. 
17 11 Concerning Rebaptism," Luther's Works, 40:254. 
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Luther, every child born into society should be baptized for 
reasons of eternal salvation. Baptism also made that child 
part of the Church. Thus every citizen in that society 
necessarily had to be considered as bona fide members of and 
participants in the Church. Cranz writes of this: 
• • • Luther always assumed that there would be 
only one church within one earthly society; hence 
there is the closest connection between the invisi-
ble mode of existence of the church, its external 
existence with its "signs," and the secular common-
wealth which includes the same Christians. And 
whether for the whole of Christendom or for a par-
ticular part of it such as a nation or a city, 
Luther is always willing to call the actual society 
the church.18 
Luther himself parenthetically gave expression to this 
J?osition when writing against the Anabaptists: "Thus they 
destroy and bring to nought the parish system (ordained of 
God) • "19 The reasonable implication is that God had 
ordained that all citizens of a community by virtue of bap-
tism were equal members in the Church and shared equal 
rights as priests. In relation to the two kingdoms in which 
the Church lived, baptism emphasized the external aspect of 
the Church and presupposed a single universal church divided 
into individual congregations on the basis of geographical 
factors. 
The Sanctified Church 
Luther was not at all deceived as to the spiritual 
18Justice, Law, and Society, p. 137. 
19 !'Infiltrating Preachers," Luther's Works, 40: 385. 
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sensibilities of the layman included in the Church through 
baptism. If anything, he underestimated the actual interest 
and genuine piety that did exist. Toward the end of his 
life he wrote "On the Councils and the Church," in which he 
listed characteristics of holy people, and then commented: 
This is what is called "Christian holiness." And 
there must always be such people on earth, even 
though it may be only two or three, or only chil-
dren. Unfortunately, only a few of them are old 
folks. 20 
Another statement was quoted earlier regarding his 
conviction that the masses of the people would always be 
un-Christian.21 Yet he taught a very exclusive view of the 
Sacrament of the Altar. 
No one should be allowed to go to communion who 
has not been individually examined by his pastor to 
see if he is prepared to go to the holy sacrament. 
• • Whoever • . . does not know why he should 
receive the sacrament is not to be admitted to it. 
In examination before the sacrament the people are 
to be exhorted to make confession, so that they may 
be instructed where cases of doubt arise in con-
science, and may be comforted, when true contrition 
is in their hearts, as they hear the words of absolu-
tion.22 
Luther reversed the Roman interpretation of the mass, 
which stated that it was a sacrifice ccnsecrated and offered 
by the priest to God for the forgiveness of communicants' 
sins. Luther held that the mass was the proclamation of 
God's promise to forgive sin solely on the merits of Christ's 
once-for-a11 sacrifice. As in baptism, Communion was God's 
20Luther's Works, 41:146-147. 2 lsee p. 31. 
22 11 Instructions to the Visitors," Luther's Works, 
40:296. 
gift to his people--a testament of His promise of forgive-
ness and eternal life. He said, 
You will easily understand this as the plainest 
truth, if you hold it firmly that the mass is a 
divine promise, which can benefit no one, be applied 
to no one, intercede for no one, be communicated to 
no one, except only to the believer himself by the 
sole virtue of his own faith. Who can accept, on 
another's behalf, the promises of God, which require 
faith from each one individually?23 
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Whereas baptism was premised primarily on obedience to 
the divine command and only secondarily on faith, the Lord's 
Supper was premised squarely on personal faith. This made 
the careful screening of communicants necessary, and the 
sacrament was reserved for the few who qualified through 
faith. 
Another reason for the exclusiveness which Luther 
attached to the Sacrament lies in the implications of the 
doctrine of the real presence. Starting from St. Paul's· 
warning about receiving the sacrament unworthily, Luther 
held that Christ's body and blood must actually be present 
in the sacrament--that it co 1.!Jd l·tot be merely a remembrance 
or symbolism, as Zwingli, Karlstadt, and the Anabaptists 
taught. For if the presence were dependent on the attitude 
of the recipient, then one could not partake of the body and 
blood unworthily, for if he was unworthy, the wine and bread 
would be for him no more than wine and bread. Since it was 
really possible to partake of the body and blood of Christ 
23Quoted in Eastwood, Priesthood of Believers, p. 29. 
unworthily to one's own damnation, then the pastor must be 
careful to administer it only to those who believed.24 
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Thus for Luther, participation in the sacramental life 
of the Church was primarily a matter of the spirit and was 
focused on terms like faith, confession, absolution, and the 
real presence. All were in the Church by virtue of baptism, 
but all could not participate in the most intimately spir-
itual aspect of church life because of unbelief. 
The Disciplined Church 
Squarely between the inclusive aspect of baptism and 
the exclusive aspect of the Lord's Supper fell the question 
of church discipline or excorrununication. Luther highly 
regarded the doctrine of the keys--the power to bind and 
loose sins. But he greatly emphasized the aspect of absolu-
tion--the power to loose sin--while having relatively little 
to say about the ban--the power to bind sin. 
He wrote "Sermon on the Ban" in 1520 as he was antici-
pating his own excorrununication from Rome. In it he made 
four points. First, the ban could apply only to external 
association with other Christians and to participation in 
the Sacrament: it could have nothing to do with the indivi-
dual's relationship with God or his eternal salvation. 
Secondly, the ban was a tool of love, not vengeance or damna-
tion. It should serve only to improve a fellow Christian, 
24 11 Against the Heavenly Prophets," Luther's Works, 
40:182. 
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not to punish him. Only outward violations of the law (mur-
der, thievery, adultery, etc.) should be subject to excom-
munication. The sins of the spirit which are hidden and 
secret can be judged only by God and never by man. Thirdly, 
the greatest danger in the use or misuse of the ban is to 
the persons imposing excommunication, for they must answer 
to God as to their motivation. Any motives other than pure 
love are condemned and judged by God. Fourthly, and conse-
quently, the ban should be positively and spiritually profit-
able for the one banned, even if unjustly, for God responds 
in love to contrition.25 
These points demonstrate the inherent difficulty of 
church discipline in Luther's concept of the Church. Who 
would exercise this power? Could it be the spiritual Church 
against the external Church? No, because they are in reality 
one and the same. Could it be the true believers against 
worldly members? Perhaps, except that true believers are a 
small and persecuted minority who may or may not hold any 
office. Could it be "worldly" church authorities against 
offending members? Hardly, for their motivation probably 
would not be pure love, but rather a mixture with justice or 
duty. 
It is understandable that both the ministry of absolu-
tion and the use of the ban, both so familiar in the radical 
251uther's Works, 39:11-14. 
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sects, never took root in Lutheranism.26 As in the situation 
of administrative leadership, Luther's church lacked the 
means within itself to discipline itself. 
II. LUTffER 1 S VIEW OF PEASANTS AND PRINCES 
To this point, this chapter has dealt with the theo-
logical and theoretical nature of the external life of the 
Church. To complete the picture, it is necessary to dis-
cover something of what Luther thought of people as people. 
This is more difficult than the former because he does not 
anywhere give more than passing references to personal 
opinions. A few of these incidental statements are presented 
for evaluation. 
The Common People 
A number of references have already been made to 
Luther's attitude toward the common people, and these need 
not be restated here. To be fair to Luther and to give the 
tenor of his attitude, the references are arranged in chrono-
logical order, and date from 1520 to 1532. 
In his address "To the Christian Nobility" ( 15 20) 
Luther made two statements that are useful at this point. 
In referring to the legalism of Romanism he made a state-
ment about the warped value system that legalism had produced 
in the people: 
26Pelikan, Spirit Versus Structure, p. 128. 
• • . Consciences are · so timid and fearful that 
it is no longer easy to preach about liberty of this 
kind because the common people take offence at it 
and think that eating butter is a greater sin than 
lying, swearing, or even living unchastely.27 
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Secondly, in the course of the address Luther refers numerous 
times to the reputation of the German people as a nation of 
drunkards. 
In 1521 in the expository sermons on "The Sermon on 
the Mount," Luther made suggestive comments totally unrelated 
to the text he was discussing. Early in the work he exhorted 
the common people to lightly regard material possessions and 
to set their interest on higher, spiritual values. The 
exhortation closed with, "This is said coarsely for the com-
mon man. 11 28 Later in the work he introduced an illustration 
of the Golden Rule from every day life of a manual laborer 
with, "To take a crude example again. "29 
The tract "To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany 
that They Establish and Maintain Christian Schools" was 
written in 1524. Luther observed: "I am only too well aware 
that we Germans must always be and remain brutes and stupid 
beasts as the neighboring nations call us, epithets which we 
richly deserve. 11 30 The reference to "other nations" no 
doubt is the taunt of Italian humanists. 
In the "Instructions to the Visitors" of 1528, a point 
under discussion was the ringing of church bells when bad 
27Luther's Works, 44:184. 28Luther's Works, 21:13. 
29Ibid., p. 237. 30Luther's Works, 45:339. 
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weather threatened. The people had come to regard this in a 
superstitious way, thinking that the ringing prevented bad 
weather, rather than the original purpose of the ringing, to 
summon the people to prayer for mercy. The tract counseled 
against stopping the practice, because " • the people 
will become the more barbarous if they are not exhorted to 
pray to God for life and food." 31 
In the "Exhortation to All Clergy Assembled at 
Augsburg11 (1530) Luther refers to the ingratitude of the 
people, and a footnote explained that on 1 January of that 
year, Luther was forced to stop a sermon by the ingratitude 
and disobedience of the congregation.32 
As a last example, this quotation was taken from the 
same context referred to earlier in "Against Infiltrating 
and Clandestine Preachers" (1532) regarding the practice of 
the early church in permitting informality in preaching.33 
Luther said, "But I would not be in favor of restoring this 
custom and doing away with the pulpit. Rather I would oppose 
it, for the people are at present too untamed and forward. 11 34 
Much caution must be taken in attributing to or read-
ing from these incidental statements more than is fair to 
Luther. A superficial survey of almost any social history 
of the sixteenth century in Europe probably would furnish 
more than enough reason to say that these statements simply 
31Luther's Works, 40:312. 32Luther's Works, 34:50. 
33see p. 16. 34Luther's Works, 40:393. 
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refer to the actual objective conditions that existed, basing 
that judgment on current standards. Also, it is a well-
recognized fact that language used by the educated was rather 
more colorful and forceful than would be considered proper 
today. 
On the other hand, adjectives such as "crude," 
"untamed," "barbarous," and "stupid" carry the possibility 
of strong emotional connotations that range from rebuke to 
ridicule, and instances in which Luther expressed positive 
approval toward the common people are singularly lacking. 
However, there are positive elements present in Luther's 
relationship to the people. For instance, his emphasis on 
education of children both by the church and the state, his 
emphasis on the social responsibilities of Christian princes 
and magistrates, and his interest in the spiritual welfa~e 
of the people all serve to counter an extreme interpretation 
of the harsher aspects of his language. 
These aspects would seem to indicate that the dispar-
aging comments should not be taken as indications of overt 
antipathy or hostility. ~uther it would be fairer to say 
that they reveal an element of pessimism in Luther: He dis-
liked the baseness and ignorance of the people, and was con-
vinced that the situation could not be readily remedied, not 
in the foreseeable future. Nor did he hold the people 
entirely responsible for their condition. He blamed both 
the domination and exploitation of the curia, and the laxness 
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and greed of the princes, the former for debasing the people 
by its legalism, the latter for neglecting their God-given 
responsibilities of protecting the people and putting per-
sonal desires below the welfare of the people. 
The response which is most often taken as proof of 
Luther's antipathy to the people is his reaction to Peasants' 
War of 1525. But when this unfortunate episode is placed in 
the context of the broad outlines of both his theology and 
his practical teaching, the tract "Against the Robbing and 
Murdering Hordes of Peasants" can be made to demonstrate 
nothing more than Luther's attitude toward rebellion and 
insurrection, and the distinction is critical. It is true 
that Luther wrote harshly: 
Furthermore, anyone who can be proved to be a 
seditious person is an outlaw before God and the 
emperor; and whoever is the first to put him to 
death does right and well. For if a man is in open 
rebellion, everyone is both his judge and his execu-
tioner; just as when a fire starts, the first man 
who can put it out is the best man to do the job. 
For rebellion is not just simple murder; it is like 
a great fire, which attacks and devastates a whole 
land. 35 
Yet three years before Luther had stated his position 
with utmost clarity in "A Sincere Admonition by Martin 
Luther to All Christians to Guard Against Insurrection and 
Rebellion.'' 36 What was at stake was not the peasantry as 
persons, but a mob of people, irrespective of the stations 
35Luther's Works, 46:50. 
36see Quotation on p. 34. 
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of life involved, who had violently repudiated the govern-
ment of God and taken up arms in disregard of law and order. 
Writing about insurrection, Luther said: 
It never brings about the desired improvement. 
For insurrection lacks discernment; it generally 
harms the innocent more than the guilty. Hence, no 
insurrection is ever right, no matter how right the 
cause it seeks to promote. It always results in 
more damage than improvement.37 
Professor Rupp makes an interesting observation of the 
Peasants' War: 
The problem of Luther's attitude in the Peasant 
War is too complex to be disposed of in a para-
graph .•• But at least, as they framed their 
cause, Luther never "let down" the Peasants, for he 
never took them up. Nor did he "go over to" or 
"fling himself into" the arms of the Princes after-
wards. 38, 
Luther's position on temporal authority and order in 
society may be open to debate, but given his theological 
position, his reaction to the insurrection cannot be faulted 
or termed a repudiation of or change in that position. Nor 
can responsibility of the deaths of 100,000 peasants in the 
war be fairly laid at Luther's door. The princes were ruth-
less and vengeful, and parallels have been drawn between 
their conduct and Luther's harsh tract. But the record 
shows that the princes had been ruthless in previous upris-
ings, and they had no need of his advice on how to put down 
rebellion. If the tract had not appeared (indeed, it did 
37Luther's Works, 45:62-63. 
38Righteousness of God, p. 302, n. 1. 
not appear widely until after the movement had begun to 
collapse), the results would have been no different. 
The Nobility 
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Luther's attitude toward the princes is, if possible, 
even more difficult than his attitude toward the commoners. 
On one hand he seemed to doubt that any but a very few were 
true Christians, and then on the other hand, yielded to them 
vast influence in the life of the Church. Professor Rupp 
summarizes Luther's opinion of their religious character: 
As in 152 3 he had said that "a prince is a rare 
bird in heaven" and that "princes are usually the 
greatest fools or the worst knaves on earth, there-
fore one must constantly expect the worst from them, 
and look for little good," so in 1534 he extends the 
judgment, "For if a prince is a rare bird in heaven, 
then councillors and men about court are still rarer 
birds in heaven."39 
Some historians feel that Luther was influenced by the 
better-than-average character of the Saxon electors and 
their advisors,40 but the possibility of that kind of 
inflated opinion simply does not square with either Luther's 
intelligence or his own expressed pessimism about the cor-
rupting influence of power. 
There is a reason in addition to that of the unspir-
itual character of the princes that prevented Luther from 
identifying himself with them. Editor Robert Schultz notes 
39Ibid., p. 305. 
40see James Atkinson, ed. vol. 44, Luther's Works, 
Introduction to "To the Christian Nobility," p. 120. 
in his comments on Luther's "Admonition to Peace," 
The real problem was to defeat the devil. That 
victory could not be gained before the end of the 
world, but in the meantime the devil could be con-
fronted and opposed wherever he was at work in oppo-
sition to the gospel and to law and order. Since he 
might be at work in the emperor as well as in the 
Turk, in the peasants as well as in the lords, and 
even in the church, Luther was unable to identify 
himself with any particular side in a conflict as 
though the victory of that group would establish the 
kingdom of God on earth. However, since the devil 
was fighting on so many fronts, Luther thought, the 
surest way to lose the battle would be to side with 
him by using his weapons and strategy. This con-
sciousness that he was living in the last times made 
it all the more important to Luther that law and 
order be maintained and the gospel preached.41 
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In counseling the peasant to peace, Luther emphasized 
that "it is not my intention to justify or defend the rulers 
in the intolerable injustices which you suffer from them. 
They are unjust, and commit heinous wrongs against you. 1142 
The absence in early Lutheranism of the means for 
administrative oversight and self-discipline has already 
been pointed out. In filling this gap, Luther acted in 
accordance with the implications of the doctrine of the two 
kingdoms. There were at least two important reasons in addi-
tion to simple practical need that he turned to the princes 
for aid. In his tract "Against the Heavenly Prophets in the 
Matter of Images and Sacraments," he condemned the way in 
which Karlstadt assumed the pastorate at Orlamunde, and made 
several revealing comments. 
• . • I am of the opinion that the land belongs to 
41Luther•s W k 46·18 n 3 ______o_r _ s , . , • • 42Ibid., p. 32. 
G 
the princes of Saxony and not to Dr. Karlstadt ••• 43 
Should not a good spirit fear God's order a little 
more, and since the estate, the pastorate, and the 
land belong to the prince, first humbly beg permis-
sion to leave and resign one position, and beg the 
favor of being installed in another?4~ 
Nor did the Orlamunders have a right to elect a 
pastor on another's salary, for it belonged to the 
prince and his jurisdiction ... 45 
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It appears that Luther believed that by natural right 
the prince had certain interests at stake in the organiza-
tion and operation of the Church. 
that 
Secondly, it must be noted, as Hajo Holborn points out, 
Luther did not identify secular with ecclesiasti-
cal government. In ecclesiastical affairs the 
princes or magistrates were not to act as secular 
rulers, but as the most eminent members of the con-
gregation.46 
And Luther himself explained the relationship: 
Since those who exercise secular authority have 
been baptized with the same baptism, and have the 
same faith and the same gospel as the rest of us, we 
must admit that they are priests and bishops and we 
must regard their.office as.on~ which ha~ a proper 
and useful place· in the Christian community.~? 
Thus Luther appealed to the princes, not as princes, 
but as Christians in advantageous positions to guide and 
protect the Church. It is his doctrine of the dual offices 
43Luther's Works, 40:116. 
4 5 Ibid • , p • 114 • 
44Ibid., p. 112. 
46A History of Modern Germanl: The Reformation (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1959), p. 86. 
47"To the Christian Nobility," Luther's Works, 44:129. 
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of the Christian at its logical outcome. Yet the line of 
differentation was too thin for most laymen and princes to 
understand or maintain. The distinction is preserved as 
clearly as possible in this longer excerpt from the "Instruc-
tions to the Visitors," which is the clearest and most direct 
appeal to intervention by the prince. 
Now that the gospel through the unspeakable grace 
and mercy of God has again come to us or in fact has 
appeared for the first time, and we have come to see 
how grievously the Christian church has been con-
fused, scattered, and torn, we would like to have 
seen the true episcopal office and practice of visi-
tation reestablished because of the pressing need. 
However, since none of us felt a call or definite 
corrunand to do this, and St. Peter has not coun-
tenanced the creation of anything in the church 
unless we have the conviction that it is willed of 
God, no one has dared to undertake it. Preferring 
to follow what is certain and to be guided by love's 
office (which is a common obligation of Christians) 
we have respectfully appealed to the illustrious and 
noble prince and lord, John, Duke of Saxony, First 
Marshall and Elector of the Roman Empire, Landgrave . 
of Thuringia, Margrave of Meissen, our most gracious 
lord and prince, constituted of God as our certain 
temporal sovereign, that out of Christian love 
(since he is not obligated to do so as a temporal 
sovereign) and by God's will for the benefit of the 
Gospel and the welfare of the wretched Christians in 
his territory, His Electoral grace might call and 
ordain to this office [visitors] several competent 
persons.48 
Luther may have been disturbed by the way in which the 
princes settled themselves into this new role of ruling the 
church, but the die was cast, and actually had been for 
years prior to the writing of this excerpt. The role of the 
secular authority in the government of the church was an 
inevitable development. 
48Luther's Works, 40:271. 
CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSION 
I. LUTHER AND THE CHURCH 
The burden and thrust of Luther's work was directed 
toward the reformation, or rather the reinstatement, of the 
true spiritual character of the Church as he understood it 
from Scripture and the patristic writers. He envisioned the 
Church as a community of believers living under the sole 
authority of Scripture, and exercising on behalf of one 
another all the offices of the priesthood. This universal 
priesthood of the believer was bestowed through Christian 
baptism and became operational in justification by faith_ 
through the hearing of the Spirit-indited living Word. Such 
persons were totally free of any external restraints or 
restrictions concerning either moral or ceremonial matters, 
for they were taught of God and voluntarily and gladly fol-
lowed His, and only His, leadership. 
At the same time, Luther was fully persuaded that true 
Christians were exceedingly few and far between. This holy 
communion of saints, the spiritual Church, was and would 
always be a small, unassuming, and persecuted minority in a 
world that viewed its characteristic love, faith, and meek-
ness as weakness. Even more, this spiritual Church was 
hidden in the external, world Church and only God knew for 
certain who were the true Christians. And the external 
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Church had a disposition to make things difficult for its 
spiritually inclined members. Thus each Christian lived in 
the two kingdoms of heaven and of the world, between which 
there was an unavoidable moral tension, and he was a part of 
the Church, which also existed in the two kingdoms and 
demonstrated the same tension. 
II. COUNTERCURRENTS IN LUTHER'S THOUGHT 
The theological and theoretical idealism that was 
inherent in Luther's thought and writing concerning the 
I 
spiritual Church and the practice of the priesthood of all 
believers came into conflict with several factors inherent 
in Luther's own personality. 
First, Luther was undeniably a political and social 
conservative. The fact is not a fault or shortcoming, and 
it should not be attributed in a simplistic manner to his 
early life of poverty, his possibly authoritarian father, or 
his education. Rather it was a complex interrelation of 
these and other factors coupled with the natural disposi-
tional differences that make humans individuals. In another 
person the influe.nces that bore on Luther might have produced 
a social and political radical. But in Luther the conserva-
tism that characterized his view of political and social 
structures caused him to resist and fear changes in those 
structures. 
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Secondly, Luther was a social pessimist. He viewed 
the masses, not with hostility or aversion, but with a mild 
disgust. He saw ignorance, superstition, sensuality, and 
materialism in them, and was convinced that improvement was 
difficult and gradual, if possible at all. Contributing to 
this view was his theological position that held that men 
were totally and willfully depraved and lacking in any good 
impulse unless acted upon by the grace of God. 
Thirdly, Luther was reactionary in a limited sense. 
He identified any pressure for external change with the 
cause of the radical reformers, and especially the Anabap-
tists. He deliberately delayed certain reforms that he felt 
to be advisable for no other reason than that the radicals 
were demanding those very reforms. He went no farther in 
external change than absolutely necessary to incorporate · 
evangelical doctrine in the structures of the external Church. 
His adversion to the disseminators of what he saw as subjec-
tive theology and political sedition also extended to the 
external changes demanded by those persons. 
Fourthly, Luther was convinced, quite apart from his 
position regarding the radical reformers, that one could 
never alter the internal spirit by changing or rearranging 
external structures. Rather, the external structures were 
nothing more than the expressions of the spirit, and if the 
spirit was reformed and revitalized, necessary changes would 
naturally come in the external structures, and that without 
disorder and chaos. 
III. LUTHER'S CHURCH IN RETROSPECT 
The theological idealism implicit in the doctrine of 
the priesthood of the believer was inevitably undercut by 
the four factors presented in the preceding paragraphs. 
This process of modification is revealed in at least four 
ways. 
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First, Luther's theological position on the existence 
and nature of the two kingdoms, and the indiscriminate 
application of that doctrine to the Church forced modifica-
tion in the practice of the theological ideal. The doctrine 
required the inclusion into the Church of large numbers of 
baptized but unbelieving Christians who had not the spirit 
or desire to function as part of the communio sanctorum, and 
yet in all points were on an equal footing as equal members 
with the true believers in the external Church. 
Secondly, Luther never instituted nor saw the need of 
any formal or recognized structures in the Church through 
which the Scriptural characteristics of the communio sanc-
torum could be encouraged or channeled. If true believers 
were to minister to each other in the various offices of 
priesthood that were theirs by virtue of baptism and faith, 
they had to do so privately, and totally outside the exter-
nal structures of the Church. Such private practice was 
indeed possible, and Luther seemed to be satisfied that if 
it were possible, then the Holy Spirit would take care of 
the rest. 
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Thirdly, the inclusion of non-believers in the Church 
by virtue of baptism made it increasingly apparent to Luther 
that an educated, ordained clergy was indispensable to the 
maintenance of order in the Church. The non-believer would 
not and could not respond to the leadership of God, and thus 
must be controlled by external authority. Thus the public 
practice of the duties of priesthood was delegated to the 
pastor to prevent public disorder. Since the Church was 
mostly made up of non-believing Christians, it appeared that 
only the minister exercised these rights, since the true 
believers whom he represented were in the minority and non-
assertive. The groundwork was laid for a sense of distance, 
now within the Church between pastor and people, rather than 
between Church and laity as it had been before the Reforma-
tion. 
Fourthly, the absence of administrative and disciplinary 
means within the Church necessitated the appeal to secular 
authorities to intervene as Christian laymen. This quasi-
official state authority in the Church came to rival or 
replace the centrality of the authority of the Bible in 
matters of practice and conduct, for the people viewed the 
parish visitors appointed by the prince as his representa-
tives, backed by his political authority. The distinctions 
that Luther drew to prevent this were too fine and too 




It is evident, then, that there were modifications in 
Luther's position on the priesthood of the believers during 
the course of his career, but that these were of a practical 
rather than a theological nature. It is equally evident 
that these modifications were not the result of personal 
antipathies or attractions that Luther held toward particu-
lar classes, but arose from theological and personality 
factors within himself. Very simply, the thesis question 
for this study must be answered in the negative. 
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